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ABSTRACT '

. A definition of self concept as the individual's
perception of how he is perceived by others whoa he believes to be
significant (isportant) was used as a basis for defining and
assessing self concept in the present study. A number of questions
associated with development and the stability of self ccncept were
examined. ‘These include: (1) the extent to which self concept differs
as a function of socioeconomic level, an individual's perception of
significant -others, and the interaction of cultural level and an
individual's percepticn of significant others; (2] the extent to
which self concept of an individual varies as a function of his
perception of sigrnificant others; (3) how the self concept of an
individual varies as a function of his sex, age, and the interactions
of his significant other and sex and age; and, (4) how self concept
varies as a function of the absence of one parent. The subjects for
this stundy were 458 students in grades, 4, 8, and 12 selected at
random from two schocl districts in central Pennsylvania. Iwo
measuring instruments, the Referent Questionnaire and the Student
Cpinion Poll, were administered. An analysis of variafce of self
concept data was cosmpletead using three factorial designs. That school
ag> subjects tend to have the most positive self concepts when they
are (1) socioéconomically advantaged and have parents as chosen
significant others or (2) socioeconomically disadvantaged and have
peers as the chosen significant others was among the major findings.
(Ruthor/JdM) -
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Che Luaeen tiet. the research on self-concept has not ben more productive
1s that the Jdefinition used rost efteon as a basis of evaluating it has not

rrpodied an evplanation of the factors which influence the seif-concopt. For -

example, a neasdre of self-condept conmonly used in research is based or an .
wealuation of dividual's estimaté of his cwn self worth (Rogers, 1951-66}.

A Jefinition which may be more praductive for research purposes is one which
defines seli~toncept as "the! individual's percepticn of how tle is perceived

’

. Ly others whom he believes to be significant (important),” (Moore and Hauck,
1Y73). This derinition 1S similar to Mead's (1934) definition of self-esteem.

~ This Jeriuation vas used as a basis for defining and assessing self-concept in
[}

tne present study which exanned a muber of questions associated with the

develorent and the stability of self-concept. These inclulde.»
1. “Io what $xtent does self-concept differ as a function of: (a) socio-

4

LQonomaC lever; ﬁ an 1ndividual's perception of significant others, i.e.,’

others whom he believes to be important; and (c) the interaction of cultural

.

l1vvel nd an wndivadual's perception of significant others?

3

N 2. To woat extent does the self-conacept of an individual vary as a function
Ed
of his perxception of significant others?

3. How Jdoes the self-concept of an individaal vary as a function of his:

*

.

{3) sex: (L) age; and (¢} the interactions of his significant other and sex
/ .
) i : o’
and age :

s
- * \

4. How-does self-concept vary as a function of the absence of one parent?
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/| " Method ' : N
Subjecté |
The subjects Qér this ségdy were 458 sLudents iﬁ grade;.4, 8 and~12
selected at random from two school districts iax Central Pennsylvania. The'
socic-econanic environment vari;d in both districts with stulents representing .
all levels of SES. For the purposes of this study, subjects were.classified .
into two groups,\the di§éévautaged which contained subjects who qualified for
the subsidized lunch program offered by the school d¥5t rict, the advantaged
group did not qualify.
Materniass
The materials wcreamm)nkasurlng instrunents, the Referent Qgestionnaire
(RQ} and uhe~%tﬁd;gt,0p1nlon Poll {SOP). Both instruments were construcﬁed ’
by tge investigator. The RQ identified the "significant others" of the subjects
n the study. It contajns ten items with three choices for each item. An

. . . A .
example of an item from the RQ is: }

I /

3, Thé person whose opinion of me is most important is . ... (Circle one.)

(a) one or Poth ofemy parents °

/

{b) one of my classmates
(c) myself

The responses to the RQ classified subjeéts inéo one of: three significant
other categorles parent, peer, or self.

The SOP was designed to measure self-concept in general and with respect to
the significant other of the respondent. The SOP consists of 42 items calling
for a response on a ra£§hg scale from 1, "rarely like me," to 5, "most often
true of me." Each item identifieN@ subject's self-concept as his perception
of the opinions of himself held by his significant other. The SéP produces a

total self-concept score and three separate sub-scale'scores, each of which

5




. 5
mgasures sélf-ooncept 1n terms of the significant other of the respondent. An /
example of each type of sign?ficant other item is the following; the referent,
whach does not appear on the SOP, is in parehtheses:

_' 9. My parents think that I am an important person. (parent)
20. I think %hat I am an important person. (self)
40. The most important kids in my class think that I am an important .

person. (peer)

Design and Procedure .Y
fﬁ?mqg factorial desiqns were used with these dimensions: (a) significant
N
1%
other (peer or parent). Sex, and grade; (b) significant other (peer or parent,
, .

grade, and SES (advantaged or disadvantaged); and (c) significant other (peer

or parent), sex, and parent presence, i.e:, living with both or with one parent.
The KQ and the SOP were administered during the regularly scheduled classroom

times. -
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'tly diffmt (p < .05) from bfmu the eighth and menm grades mm

diﬂ m differ frcm each other. The mean self-oamept for the fourth grade,

™~

ﬂuﬁ.,waslwerthanthemansfqrtheoﬂaertmgrades. 47.27 foreighthg:aée
m! «4&45 for twelfth grade. When self is the referent fok detemlm.ng self~ S

,’f:, :

X ‘_ caiqq:ts significant others’ §ppear to make little. difference in self-concept,

Sl

‘3 mt self-a)noept becareq mre" positive with increasing age. - k T
h fmal analysis was cm'pleted in which subjects were stratified on the ‘

i o sigﬂifiacant other dimension, peers or pamnts and sex, and oonpared in terms of

o

{@esence of only one or both parents in the hune The depmdent variable

v ‘e

L i;\ tins case was self-concept»\ as determined by usmg parents as ‘a referent. - .

'I'he results of an ANOVA mdlcated a ézgmficant interactim effect for simifio :
| eattt G&hers, presence of pareqts, and sex, -F(1,413) = 6.44, p < .01. A Nm&*~
%_‘ .’ neals analys:.s appl:.ed to the mteraction means slnvn in Table 2 indicates that
o ﬁor males with peers as referents, a sigm.fieant di.ffetence p < 05) in selfT a
Wlsts between those livmg with both parénts and those living with e,

m wore po§1t1ve self-mmept eushed for males living with both paremts.
emveﬁely, for females with pzers as referents, there waé -a significant differmea
* \



(p + .05 aldo n t“\o‘[m"mt present dimension; however, femlé.;s living with
bot:h‘ pare.nts d\g,splayed a lower self—concept than the more positive self-concept
of females llvﬁng with one parent.
When the significant other was parents, significant differences (p < .09)
occurred between the two types of parent present groups for *both males and -
- fanal‘es.' Males and fomales who live with both parents, have more positive
self-concepts than those who live with one parent when parents as opposed to

peers are viewad as significant others.

Discussion
One of the several mter;esting findings of this reséarch was the observation
tk.\at advantaged subjects have a more positive self-concept, when parents are the
preferred referents, while disadvantaged subjects have a more positive self-
« ooncept than the advantaged when peers are the pref.erfed referents. These

findings  are oonsistent wi.th the research of Matterson (1974) which
suggests that parents who communicate effectively with their children or have
a good marrliage relation, have children with positive self-concepts.

. ‘Spec1f1cally, it may be that advantaged children are more likely to perceive

their parents as signifigcant others, perhaps because they may.commnicate

better and have a happier home life than their counterparts from disadvantaged

H

-

homes, Further, it may be that disadvantaged parentf have lower self-concepts
than advantaged parents. If this is the case, one could suggest that disad-
vantaged students, who consider their parents to be the significant others,

tend to model their parents' behavior. They would probably model the parents'

9




bohavior less Lt prers are dhosen as u;c rc&.:ront, thus j.ncreﬁsing the
N AN - L
probability of a higher self-concept.

., . It 1s 1nteresting to @te that w‘hcn.sub.jects were compared on a socio-
ecénonuc level, no J‘ftferenccs in self-concept were observed. It was only when
the interaction of soC10-eConomLC level and significant others were considerec‘
that ditferonces wcm‘ observed. The failure to include significant others as
a source or variance alony with socio-econonyc status may explain why the
findings of past research relating sé;ci:o-economic level and self-concept has not

. been.mot e conmstmxt;.

N

The wmportance of utilizing a definition involving significant others as a

source of variance 1n determining self-concept, was also evidenced by the fact

that the }xnm effect of significant others resulted in a more positive self-
oconcept when parents, as opposed to peers, were chosen as significant others.
The analysis of the sub-scale with parents as the significant other, provides
further support tor the conclusion.,

The finding 11 the analysis of the sub-scales that: (a) the level of self-
concept of four graders was low;} than that of either eighth or twelfth grade. .
s;ubjects who chose self as the significant other; and (b) the level of self-
concept L‘H:Li not; ditfer as a function of grade level for the other sub-scales
18 1nteresting for a number of reasons. First, the changes in self-concept,

. where self was the reforent, tond to b: c.:onsistent with both the findings of:'
{a) Grant (1966} who found that self-concept became nore positive with increasing
age; ‘and (b) Engel (1959) who found self-concept to be stable with eighth and
tenth grade students, It 1s also of interest because the findings suggest that
Sxe stability of self-concept may vary depending on the source of significanf:
others. Specifically, the data would suggest that when parents or peers are

the chosen source, the self-concept may become stable at a’ relétively early age.

19




10

<m£§' when sel: 1o the chosen source, does selt-concept appear to be unstable,
changing 1n a positive directgxon with age.

The cbservation that: (a) male subjects living with both parents having
chosen peers as significant others had a nore positive self-concept than males
11ving with one parent; and (b) female subjects living with one parent having
chosen peers as referents had the more positive self-concept is not readily
explainable 1n terns ot past research. A possible explanation for these lfglata

may be subsumed in the following assumptions: (a) subjects tend to select peer
N

Jroups as signiticant others nore often when there 1s marital difficulty at home;
L) 1n the presence of these difficulties, children tend to identify with the
parent of the sane sex; and (c) when a parent is mussing, it most often is the
father. Frgm these assumptlons, one would predict that the boys' self-concept
wowld decrease 1f the father 1s missing, and the girl‘s" would increase when the
source of difficulty for her model (mother) was reduced by the absence of the
father. The observation that both male and female subjects who had both parents
present and who chose parents as significant others had t:hc‘ more positive self-
cohcept, 15 agailn consistent with the findings of Matterson (1974) who found
that pa..rémts wlth children with '~w-estecm had less satisfying marriages.

In surmary, school-aged subjects tend to have the most positive self-
concepts when they are either socio—e‘éonomlcally advantaged and have parents
a3 chusenh signiticant others or socio-cconomically disadvantaged and have peers
as the chosen significant others. Both male and female subjects have the most
positive self-c&qcept when they chos¢ parents who are significant others and

wnen they are fram homes where both parents are present. For male and female

sub jects who chose peers as significant others, males tend to have a more

positive self-concept when parents are living together. Female subjects have

a more positive self-concept when one parent is missing. Finally, self-concept

11
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appears to be very stable’when parents or peers is the significant other, but

less stable when self is the referent.
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A -+ Table 1
Means for Significant Others by Sc?cio—ecaianic Level
Socio—econamic Level
Advantaged | Disadvantaged
i -
Peers . 138.48 ) 147.22
Parents, ' 153.31 - 138.48
. ! J
d L
’ L]
\ *
Table 2 . ) -
‘ < - —':" . ° -
Means for Significant Others by Sex by Parent Presence
+ N . e . .
¥ — r '
N - Parents Presence ,
_ k] . )—[ . N
Referent Sex * | Both Parents - ~  Missimg Parent
- 2 - 1 l 2 %
Male = -~ | 45.94 ' 40.‘}/
Pears - 3 =3 ? .7 —
Female. : . 41.89 - 50,22
" N 4 . . -
Male - . - .51.00 49.58 .
Parent ] ‘ i il v .
Female 52.67 48.59
. t -
\‘ | .
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